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The Maniac Option

What kind of crazy person would do this? On
a mountain trek, an hour or so above the
nearest road, my wife and | were gazing at
carpets of brilliant green wasabi plants. They
covered stony terraces beside a pure, tumbling
stream. | was amazed and curious. Who
smashed rocks to build these walls? Who
carried nets, poles and tools all the way up this
hill? Is it worthwhile, trudging such a rugged
slope? Is this all they do? How manic and how
determined must they be’?

At that time, we lived in the city, with city jobs.
Mine involved writing and editing. | decided to
write a magazine story about Okutama
wasabi. The Okutama Wasabi Growers
Association helped by arranging a visit to a
wasabi farm operated by three local
gentlemen. Becoming elderly, they had had
installed a monorail up the steep and
treacherous slope.

We sent a copy of the story, with Japanese
translation, to the wasabi growers. Then they
began inviting us to such regular functions as
their AGM and year-end party. Before long we
were also making the 90-minute trip from
urban Tokyo to participate in volunteer
activities such as hillside beautification. Toiling
side-by-side at shrub planting or weed control,
chatting during breaks, sharing the sun and
the breeze, friendships developed easily. But it
was not perfect.

“There are not enough of us. We' re getting
old. People are dying and young people are
leaving,” our new friends complained.

Our response was another question: “Does
that mean there is cheap housing available?”
Before long we had agreed to rent a house in
Kawai with about 100 tsubo of planting area
attached.
In February of 2014, after “the Big Snow” ,
we moved from the city to Kawai. We were
already part of the community and our new
neighbours were more than welcoming.
10 be continued by David C. Hulme
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